



Poverty is now extreme for many. We have no state. We have no social security system. We have virtually no civil infrastructure. We are reliant on UNWRA for food, for NGOs to help us with some projects but always the Israelis interfere. Many people I know start each day with nothing and not knowing how they are going to eat. The reason we have such deep poverty here in the West Bank and Gaza is the occupation, plain and simple. It has destroyed our economy, our trade, our agriculture, and our means of moving around. We have no natural resources like the Gulf. We have just our lands and our skills and the lands they are taking. We had our labour and we had our land. They don’t want our labour but they want our land. But the occupation is not just about land. It is about every aspect of our life that they want to affect and destroy. That includes us: socially, economically, individually and politically. 			      (Muhammad, Tulkarm Feb, 2008)

The consequences for Palestinian well being of the economic war waged by Israel are as brutal and damaging as the military incursions and leave no part of Palestinian society untouched.
The demographics of the West Bank don’t help either with over 45% of the population aged less than 16 years. As a result, the International Labour Organisation estimated that “every employed person in the region supports six persons in the total population, and the majority of them are working poor struggling for survival”​[1]​. There is now a large and rich range of research data available (much of it accessible through the internet) emanating from NGOs, the United Nations and a variety of solidarity groups which highlight the manifest consequences of deepening poverty and mass unemployment in the West Bank.

Box 4.1UNICEF Data on Poverty and Well Being on the West Bank​[2]​1. While infant and child mortality rates have stagnated since 2000, other long-term indicators such as stunting rates, reflecting chronic malnutrition, now affect 10 per cent of children, up from 7.6 per cent a decade ago. 2. Households have become significantly and rapidly poorer in recent years, and food insecurity is on the rise, affecting more than a quarter of households in the West Bank. 3. More than 50 per cent of children under age five across [the Occupied Territories] are anaemic and many suffer from vitamin A deficiencies, seriously undermining their intellectual and educational achievement and physical development. 4. Around 70 per cent of all infant deaths are due to prematurity, congenital malformation and pneumonia …. 5. A recent World Food Program Survey reported rising food insecurity amongst Palestinians, finding that between 2006-2007, 75% reduced the quantity of food purchased and 89% reduced the quality. Food insecurity has been further exacerbated by rising prices due to adverse environmental conditions, including prolonged frost, drought and dry winds. The continuing price rises in 2008 have caused average food prices to reach levels 20% higher than in 2007 in the West Bank. 6. 46% of Palestinians do not have enough food to meet their needs. The number of people in deep poverty, defined as those living on less than 50 cents a day, nearly doubled in 2006 to over 1 million, according to the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA). 

While the data is graphic in illustrating the depth of Palestinian poverty it is through the testimonies of the people themselves that the human impact of the data is revealed. Here are a few of the things our interviewees told us:

The poverty is now very bad. A family near to me is so desperate that they are searching the garbage bins for old bread and vegetables. They soak the dry bread in water and then eat. It is so difficult. Many of those with some money will give help to neighbours. It might not be much but it can buy some food. People help each other. This is how we get by. 
(Hebab, Nablus Sept 2006)

Many of my friends’ families are paying for their children’s university fees not from their income but from selling things. One friend’s mother sold her gold jewellery, another sold some land. This is happening more and more. 					(Abla, Nablus Sept 2006)

Families have turned to the home economy to survive. We make our own bread. Some of us keep chickens, a cow or goat. We grow things to eat and we have our own olive oil. But we cannot afford to buy any seeds now. When we need to buy our seeds we won’t be able to afford them. I don’t know what will happen then. 		(Kareem, Jenin Sept 2006)

Again and again we were told how community and family solidarity was now more critical than ever to survival. In 2006, for example, the international blockade following Hamas’ election victory meant that there was no money to pay the wages of Palestinian Authority employees, whether they were teachers, nurses, police or security personnel. As the largest employer in the West Bank the lack of any significant income for over 6 months for its workers was devastating. Yet although there is a great deal of extreme poverty we saw no people starving. There were no people begging on the streets such as we had encountered in Tel Aviv or Jewish West Jerusalem. Instead, what we saw were shops and traders giving extended credit at immense costs to themselves and mutual support systems at all levels from food to cash. This included Hamas and Fatah providing emergency aid and support as well as money sent from those in the Palestinian diaspora who were able to do so. The significance of remittances is such that even in small agricultural villages the sign indicating a Western Union agency or branch can be seen. All these are significant survival factors in the face of unrelenting and deepening poverty, but in common with many other impoverished peoples it is the family, both immediate and extended which is they key survival mechanism for many in the West Bank.

Box 4.2Coping Mechanisms​[3]​According to the International Committee of the Red Cross “poor” and "very poor" households use a number of ‘coping mechanisms’ to meet their basic material needs. These included:• Diversification of income. Growing vegetables or olives, keeping a few sheep orchickens and engaging in small-scale selling of surplus provisions and goods.• Engagement in ‘marginal labour’. Households often had one or two members looking for work opportunities either in construction or in agriculture (including illegal work within Israel). In addition, women increasingly looked for work as cleaners and domestics and children sold sweets on the streets.• Kinship support. Although difficult to quantify, "poor" households did benefit from kinship support from abroad and support from wealthier relatives nearby. This support was, however, greater in rural areas than in urban areas, as members of households in small villages were more likely to be related through birth or marriage. However, supportfrom abroad and from Arab-Israeli villages (on the other side of the West Bankbarrier) was also affecvted by restrictions on banking between Palestinian andIsraeli institutions.• Obtaining loans and credit.• Selling off property. Including productive assets such as agricultural land.• Delaying the start of university studies: Students admitted to university werepostponing their enrolment in order to contribute to their family's income or to workand save enough money to pay for their studies.• Begging and stealing: Focus group discussions noted that there was a small rise inthese activities.• Selling off humanitarian assistance: This was seen mainly in the Beach Camp and included the sale of food and other items of aid.

In a society where the average family size is over 6 persons, where multiple family households are common, and where most relatives live in close proximity, it is often possible to find at least one or two people who are able to garner some form of paid work. Family responsibilities are taken seriously and those who have something are expected to help those who have nothing. As the Institute for Middle East Understanding noted:

“Family identification and solidarity can be seen as the one traditional structure to have survived the Nakba. Even in refugee camps, far from their villages or towns of origins, Palestinians continue to live, work and socialize within the confines of the family. Many men from the Occupied Territories or refugee camps in neighbouring Arab countries often leave behind wives and young children to work in the oil-rich Gulf States. They send money home to support the extended family. And these extended families pool their resources and provide for each other when money is needed for medical reasons or for college expenses.
Palestinian children are raised with a keen sense of responsibility to family members. Older parents and grandparents rely on the financial support and care of their children and grandchildren. Though this responsibility usually lies with the eldest son, it can typically be borne by those who are most financially able or by the family as a whole.”​[4]​

Whilst some men may leave home to work in the Gulf States, the women of the West Bank rarely have such opportunities to travel given the prevailing attitudes and social conservatism. This we discuss in more detail later, but the simple truth is that women are at the core of the Palestinian household and family. They are the ones who have to find ways of meeting the household’s basic needs and for large numbers of women this is now done in families where the (traditional) male wage earner is either  unemployed, imprisoned, injured, dead, disabled or out of the country. Thousands of women have also had their homes demolished. At the same time opportunities to find employment, mainly in the low-paid agricultural sector, has been decimated by the occupation’s destruction and confiscation of land.​[5]​
	




The ‘Separation’ Wall at Qalqilya

The economic war against the Palestinians has many layers and fronts and is waged on an entire people. The destruction of the indigenous Palestinian economy through checkpoints, confiscation of property or the encroachment of the settlements, is one of the principal forms of collective punishment which characterizes the Israeli occupation of the West Bank.  During the period of our visits the construction of the illegal Separation Wall ​[6]​ added a new layer to this economic war. Although not yet completed at the time of writing, the construction of the Wall, especially in the northern areas of the West Bank, and especially in cities such as Qalqilya, which is now ‘bottled in’ by the Wall, devastates  already vulnerable and struggling Palestinian villages and communities.
	It is now well established that the Wall, as it weaves its way from north to south, is not primarily a ‘security measure’ to prevent the entry of ‘suicide bombers’ into Israel but an explicit ‘establishing of facts on the ground’ of the boundaries of a core Israeli society which takes in the major Jewish settlements which have been built in the West Bank since 1967. Through this means, and by consistently building the Wall on the West Bank side of the ‘green line’, Israel has confiscated a further slice of shrinking Palestinian territory. Initially insisting that the Wall was both ‘temporary’ and only concerned with protecting Israel’s security; this pretence is now dropped, as the Israeli deputy prime minister, Dan Meridor, openly acknowledged in November 2010: “I think the new border has to be based on the principle of the security fence route and the settlement blocs. That is what we have to aspire to. In addition, we are insisting that Jerusalem remain the capital of Israel and are opposed to the right of return to Israel [of the Palestinian refugees], and of course [will insist on] security arrangements” ​[7]​

Box 4.3More Annexations​[8]​The Wall is not being built on, or in most cases near, the1967 Green Line. Rather it cuts deep into the West Bank, expanding Israel's theft of Palestinian land and resources. When completed, the Wall will de facto annex some 47% of the West Bank, isolating communities into Bantustans, enclaves and “military zones”.Nearly 16% of Palestinians in the West Bank will be “outside” the Wall in the annexed areas and living in unbearable conditions. They will face the loss of land, markets,movement and livelihoods - and also ‘expulsion’ from Israel where they are now de facto located. This includes over 200,000 residents of East Jerusalem, who will be totally isolated from the rest of the West Bank.In contrast, 98 % of the settler population will now be included in the annexed areas – within Israel’s new ‘borders’.The Wall's total length will be some 730 km. The Apartheid Wall will cost in excess of $3.4 billion, approximately $4.7 million per kilometre.In places the Wall is 8 meters high - twice the height of the Berlin Wall - with armed watchtowers and a “buffer zone” 30-100 meters wide for electric fences, trenches, cameras, sensors, and military patrols.

Although there has been much huffing and puffing about the illegality of the Wall, even from traditional core supporters such as the US and British governments, this has had virtually no impact on its construction. Israel as ever, demands that its security over-rides every objection, and claims that the Wall is temporary (!) and only concerned with preventing terrorist infiltration, especially suicide bombers coming into Israel from the West Bank. Yet as Weizman has persuasively demonstrated, the route of the Wall has been influenced by many factors and not simply security. He wrote for example:

That one of the primary reasons for the Wall’s routing in the area of Alfei-Menashe was not only to surround and grab the settlements themselves, but also to grab hill tops intended for their expansion, and that this route was dictated at the expense of the very security principles, defined by the military, that formed the whole basis for the Wall’s conception. In some cases … reasons for routing the Wall reflected the interests of real estate companies with existing construction contracts…. The annexation of colonized lands had the potential to yield enormous profits. ​[9]​

The Wall absorbs some of the richest agricultural lands on the lower slopes of the West Bank where it was possible to grow cereals and to support thousands of horticultural small holdings growing vegetables and salad crops as well as citrus orchards. For the Israelis every metre of land on their side of the Wall brings rich rewards in terms of land prices and opportunities for settlement building and industrial zones as we will see below.
	The reality of this theft of the land was movingly told to us to by 2 young farmers from Qalqilya where the Wall has not only encircled the city but has led to the devastation of its traditional farming economy.


Box 4.4Farmers’ TalesIbrahim: We have both lost our land to the wall. I had 25 dunams and Ahmed 15 dunams. At first, when the Israelis issued a lot of permits to all the farmers who had had land on the other side of the Wall, I was able to continue to farm but when they reduced the number to 5,000 permits  I have never since been able to get a permit. So my land is lost.When we were first told about the Wall we had already planted the land. It’s good fertile land and with irrigation. We were promised by the Israelis that we would have permits to continue with our crops, but then they changed their minds and told us that we had to go away that this was not our place anymore. We lost all that crop. My father persuaded me that we should replant the land. So we went back.  It was an act of steadfastness and resistance. And we did replant. But then we got shot at by soldiers one day when we working the land and we never went back.Ahmed: I lost all my land. First they took 4 dunams to build the road by the Wall and then later the other 11. This I had planted about half with tomatoes and the rest with green vegetables. I had many difficulties getting by the soldiers but I was able to irrigate and grow my crops. But when we came to harvest they stopped me with a tank and took me to the land where a bulldozer was smashing up everything. All the crops, the pipes, everything smashed and pushed into a heap. I went back later to get my pumps and generator. At least to try and save something. I saw that they had destroyed the well and all my machinery was destroyed. This land has been with my family for over 100 years.Now it is standing empty and doing nothing.It drives us crazy to see this Wall everyday but what can we do?Even before the wall the Israelis were against the Palestinian farmers. This was a big farming area and we took our crops to markets in Hebron and Bethlehem. With all the barriers and permits it became impossible and Qalqilya is too small for all the produce. Before I was sending all my crop of aubergines to Hebron but when that stopped I still grew 12 dunams of cabbages but I sold only 2 containers to a local trader. It was nothing. I was really destroyed and had bad debtsIbrahim: My life is now utterly miserable. I see no end to my problems. The land gave me income, my family’s prosperity, our life, everything. It has been taken. I am in debt for seeds and fertilizers and other things. We have sold all our properties and even the gold of our women. We have nothing.There is some agricultural relief but it is very poor. They provide sugar, rice , flour and other basics but it is not reliable. But I and many other farmers have our dignity as young farmers, who were good producers. This gave us social position and I and many others refuse to have any of this assistance. Now I look for work anywhere, on a daily basis with other farmers who can still afford to pay. I am lucky only in that my creditors are all very patient and understand my position. They don’t press me as they know I have nothing.                                                                                                           (Qalqilya, June 2008)

This discussion with the young farmers was difficult as their anguish was so evident. Farmers and gardeners everywhere develop deep and multi-dimensional relationships with the land they work and control. This is no less true in Palestine where reverence for the land is deepened by the occupation and the persistent threat of its confiscation. Its theft is like an amputation and its mutilation whether uprooting olive trees or citrus orchards to make way for roads, settlements, so-called ‘nature reserves’ or the Wall is experienced personally. This is how the mother of a farmer in a village near Jenin described her feelings in 2009 at loosing 600 of the family’s olive trees:

As a girl I planted many of these trees with my own hands. I carried the saplings on my head. When the fence was put up I wept because I felt I had lost all my efforts….Our life, our identity, is in the land – even our destiny. We won’t leave it. ​[10]​

Box 4.5Olive TreesDuring the Second Intifada between 2000 and 2004, Israeli troops uprooted 1,145,154 trees and levelled 6,185 hectares of land according to the Palestinian Ministry of Agriculture. The destruction continues unabated as Palestinian trees and land are stolen for roads, settlements and military areas. “I planted my olive trees when I was only 20 years old. Fifty-six years later, I saw them being recklessly cut and uprooted." In remembrance of the many decades he tended to his trees, Kasem placed the remaining roots of the trees in his yard. "I look at the roots everyday. I will always keep the roots to remind my grandchildren what the IDF did to me and to them” ​[11]​


It is punishing to watch your land, which has been tended by your family for generations, lie wasted and ruined, uncultivated in the shadow of the Wall. The cruelty is compounded as the Israeli state has dredged up an old Ottoman law from 1858 which was applied historically in the region, whereby land left uncultivated for longer than three years passes into the ownership of the state. Through this ‘law’ Israel has confiscated over 900,000 dunams of Palestinian land in the West Bank and the figure continues to climb​[12]​. This is what Ibrahim and Ahmed expect to happen to their stolen lands for the Israelis have blocked them from farming the land so it will inevitably be deemed uncultivated and so in time declared state land . The imposition of this ‘law’ explains why so many farmers and their families try so hard to get to their lands.
As we noted with respect to other aspects of the Israeli occupation of the West Bank it is often in the minutiae of its policies that the power, arrogance and impunity of the Israeli state is revealed. In Qalqilya we were told that whether one got a permit to pass through the Wall to tend the land is a matter of lottery and usually with a cruel twist, as in Ahmed’s case where he was allowed to continue to cultivate and irrigate his lands only to watch bulldozers tear it apart just as he was about to harvest. We heard of permits being given to grandfathers too old to work the land rather than their farmer sons. There seems to be no limit, as far as the Israeli state is concerned, to the ‘messing about’ of Palestinian lives. No opportunity, it seems, is ever lost to assert domination, and to make life unpredictable and miserable.
Ali works for the Palestinian Authority as one of the district coordinators in Qalqilya. His job involves meeting with the Israelis over any matter which brings West Bank residents into contact with Israel including access to Israeli hospitals, land disputes with settlers and/or the military, and above all, the 11,000 farmers in the area who have been affected by the Wall and who now require permits from Israel if they are to farm their land on the other side of the Wall. It is, as he depicts below, a deeply depressing job.

Box 4.6Ali’s StoryBefore the wall was completed there were 11,000 permits for 11,000 farmers. Everyone who needed a permit got one. Even in the cases where the registered owners were dead!  The Israelis wanted to show the farmers that the Wall would not stop their access to the land. They didn’t want a lot of local opposition. The Wall here was attracting a lot of international attention so the Israelis wanted to use the permits to show that the Wall would not affect the Palestinian way of life. Now the Wall is finished, and the Israelis now issue 6,000 permits. But it is not just the reduction in numbers of permits that causes problems but all the other obstacles and frustrations placed in the way of the farmers. So for all the farmers with less than 2 dunams of land there are no permits. For those with more it is almost impossible to get permits on a regular basis so farmers miss out on months of access to their land as they appeal decisions and wait for renewals. If your land is filled with olive trees then the permits are only issued at harvest time. There is no care for them other than at that time. For those who grow vegetables it can be very difficult like the farmer who had 5 dunams of plastic tunnels growing cucumbers. They need great care and attention. But when he got his permit renewed they did not allow permission for his pick-up truck so he had no way to get his crop to market. Many people lose their crops. It is so common now. Then the farmer might work his land with say 4 sons but he can only get permits for 2 of them. So he has further difficulties. Now they want farmers to get licenses for donkeys and carts and they say that without a license they will not be allowed to pass. And all this takes much time. People have to wait and wait for these decisions. For example, we have a file for Urgent Cases. These are supposed to be dealt with in 48 hours. It is a lucky case if it seen to in 2 months. And these are the urgent cases.We were once well known in Qalqilya for the production of oranges and lemons. Now it is for the Wall.                                                                                                     (Ali, Qalqilya, June 2008)


Qalqilya is not unique. Wherever the Wall passes through the West Bank similar stories abound. In 2006 we went to the Christian village of Aboud which is close to Ramallah where we learnt that the village had lost thousands of dunams to the Wall. As well as land that was used for vegetables and fruits, the village had lost hundreds of dunams of olive trees. In Aboud, much of the land which was stolen by the Wall is now under the control of the Jewish settlements which encircle the village.  Kareem, a university student told us what this meant for the village:

Our biggest problem is that they are taking our land. We have lost 6,000 dunams to the Wall which runs right through the middle of the village and its land. Many of the families here now have olive trees on the other side of the Wall. But whenever we try and go to collect our olives the settlers attack us with stones and tell us to go away, that this is not our land any more and no longer belongs to us. We can no longer go there.
The settlers have a big impact on our ability to live from our olives. After we were attacked many times by the settlers, the army intervened and cut the olive trees down in order to protect, they said the security of the settlers. This has had a tremendous impact on Aboud and the ability of families to survive as we are reliant on olives and the oil. And another very important issue is that we have lost control and access to our water. We used to have enough but no longer. They have fenced off our main spring supply and locked all access. This is a big problem for an agricultural village. Every Friday we make a protest at the Wall. We often get gassed and beaten with batons but we still go every Friday.









“We built Israel” says Abbas. He has been travelling illegally to Tel Aviv to work on a building site since 2001. In the 1950s, Palestinians crossed borders into Israel to work on their former fields. After 1967 those borders were erased. Now, with the separation wall, those borders exist again - if you have the wrong ID papers….. In 2009, there are between 35,000 and 40,000 illegal workers - ghost workers - according to the Palestinian Workers' Union. "They [Israelis] can't get by without us and we can't get by without them," says Hassan, who works in an upscale Tel Aviv restaurant on a forged Israeli ID.​[13]​ 

The ongoing suffering caused by the Wall is but one of the causes of acute poverty and widespread unemployment in the West Bank. Equally devastating has been the recent closing of the Israeli labour market to West Bank workers. Since its inception, Israel has relied on large numbers of Palestinian workers both from within its 1948 borders and from the West Bank. It is probably not an exaggeration to say that most of the roads, homes, factories and shops of Israel have been built by Palestinian workers. Construction work in Israel, as Firas told us, is Palestinian work. “The Israelis consider it as ‘dirty work’ and beneath their dignity. I don’t think like that. I like construction even if the wages are poor” (Jenin, Sept 2009). However, for Israeli society, the availability of a pool of construction workers at wage rates much lower than would be demanded by Israeli workers has been enormously beneficial.
	
For the West Bank economy such employment was hugely significant; in 2000 it was estimated that 25% of the West Bank labour force was employed in Israel with thousands of workers travelling to and from the West Bank on a daily basis. But following the outbreak of the Second Intifada in 2000 things changed. The Israeli state anxious that this large flow of labour from the West Bank compromised its security embarked on a policy of limiting access to the Israeli labour market both as a collective punishment and as a security measure. New systems of work permits were introduced which not only regulated and reduced the flow of labour but also added new layers of irritation for the West Bank workers who were forced to go through lengthy bureaucratic processes to secure permits which only lasted for three months at a time. 
“No sooner had we got a permit for 3 months when we had to start applying again for another 3 months and just because we had got permits earlier we were never sure if we would get another. And if you or any of your family had been in trouble or arrested then you could be sure that would be the end for you. Even with a permit, the Israelis were closing the West Bank so many times during the Intifada that we went for weeks at a time with no work as all the gates were closed” (Firas, Jenin, Sept 2009).

The official Israeli position hardened even further and in 2008 it declared that it would no longer issue work permits for work in Israel, although it has not yet been able to impose this ban totally due to its ongoing need for Palestinian labour especially in construction. But for the West Bank economy, the reduction to around 10,000 permits in 2009 had a dire impact in exacerbating poverty and unemployment.

I worked in Israel in Ramat Gan near Tel Aviv in a meat and chicken factory for twenty years. Now the Israelis have replaced us with Russians and Chinese. Every man in this camp used to work in Israel. Now they get sick because they worry too much – how to get money, how to support their children ...
Before, you could help yourself, but now we are down to zero. If children ask for fruit we can’t give it to them. We can’t afford medicine for our child. ​[14]​

The collapse of the West Bank economy combined with the loss of legal employment in Israel had led to the creation of an extraordinarily vulnerable pool of Palestinian labour who through desperation to feed themselves and their families, are driven to work on jobs and in conditions that no human should ever be expected to undertake. This is exemplified in the key areas of waged work left available to West Bank workers, which includes illegal working within Israel, working in factories in the industrial zones and working in the Jewish settlements.
	
One of the cruellest consequences of deepening poverty in the West Bank is that many Palestinians took jobs helping to build the Wall itself. Bassam, a 20 year old studying at the university in Nablus told us about the Wall and his isolated village:

When the Wall came to our lands the Intifada was one year old. The poverty in the village was very hard and people had no idea how they were going to get money. There were two main sources of income. One was the land, but this was never enough on its own. Then there was the work in our occupied 1948 lands [Israel]. Since the Intifada we have lost both sources. This was the issue for many in the village and led to them working on the construction of the Wall. 
(Nablus, Sept 2006)

We asked whether there had been any resistance at all to the Wall that had devastated the village:

The village is isolated. There have been no internationals visiting the village and no press or TV journalists. So we are very concerned about making demonstrations against the Wall because the army will deal with us very hard, maybe shooting and certainly making arrests. We need to have the media and international witnesses because then the army won’t be so tough with us. My village and those around us feel very isolated. 	(Bassam, Nablus, Sept 2006)

This cruel irony of ‘prisoners’ being press ganged by the violence of poverty or weapons to construct their own prisons has a long and ignoble history. The West Bank is no exception where extreme and acute poverty drives Palestinians to work on and in their own jails, whether it is building settlements, working in factories and industrial parks in the settlements, or constructing the Wall. Much of this is work which is not only characterized by low pay, toxic environments and no protection, but also humiliating and demoralizing. In report after report the workers make clear that it is poverty which compels them into work which is so soul-destroying:

Mustafa, who is working in an Israeli settlement in the West Bank, has been helping to build the Wall for three years. With eight children to feed and no work in the Palestinian areas, he says he has no choice. “I betrayed my country, my religion, my ideas, my law, but I have to feed my people, I have to feed my children," said Mustafa​[15]​

Box 4.7A worker’s tale“I feel like a slave," says 21-year-old Palestinian Musanna Khalil Mohammed Rabbaye. "But I have no alternative," he says, as he waits among a group of sun-beaten men in dusty work boots outside the Jewish settlement of Maale Adumim. The phrase comes up again and again as the labourers try to explain why they spend their days hammering and shovelling to help build the Jewish settlements eating into the land they want for a future state of Palestine. Mr. Rabbaye wants to be a journalist and is trying to fund his studies. Jaffar Khalil Kawazba, 24, says he is supporting his 10 brothers and sisters as his father is too ill to work. Fahd Sayara, 40, is trying to fund treatment for his disabled child. “It’s a very bad feeling - you can see how we're losing our land, bit by bit” says Hossam Hussein a Palestinian labourer "I'm not the only one. My whole village works in the settlements," says Mr. Rabbaye. "Everything, all the settlements - even most of the Wall - was built by Palestinians," he says. ​[16]​


It is the sheer desperation to survive and to provide for their families that now drives many Palestinian workers to take on work that is quite simply lethal:

Nizzane Ha Shalom, which is situated between Tulkarm on one side, and the separation wall and the Israeli Highway 6 on the other, was established in 1995 as one of nine planned industrial estates in the West Bank. There are seven factories, which provide jobs for some 700 Palestinians in various industries such as the production of cartons, plastic spare parts, pesticides and poisonous liquids.
“It’s better than no work at all", comments M. (35) on his job at the carton factory 'Tal El Iesoef Ve Mihzoer Ltd'. M. urges us not to publish his name. This father of five comes here every day - six times a week, nine hours a day - for an hourly wage of 11 shekels; that is more than 7 shekels under the Israeli minimum wage. And for this salary M. literally works himself to death.
Why? Because he is a privileged man, he says,
“Of course I know the situation is bad, but at least I have a job. I can feed my family and send my children to school” ​[17]​

According to Dania Yousef:

The laborers that [we] interviewed had reached a point of desperation that negated their national identity. They no longer viewed themselves as Palestinians fighting for autonomy, but rather as fathers fighting to feed their families. As research was conducted on the political and economic circumstances surrounding their situations, it became painfully clear that they were victims of an intricate political game between the PA and the Israeli government. The coupling of Palestinian Authority corruption​[18]​ with Israeli occupation created an atmosphere that made it nearly impossible to survive economically.​[19]​

We, however, did not meet any workers in the West Bank who had abandoned their Palestinian identity. All those we met who had been compelled to work for their jailers expressed anguish at their plight. There was no pride or dignity in the work; all acknowledged that it was demoralising and many were ashamed that they had been forced into it. The Palestinian Authority itself while unhappy by the situation felt unable to condemn the workers although crucially failed to provide any tangible help.

We do not condone it, we would like them to stop," says Bassam Khoury, the Palestinian Authority's Economy Minister. "But as a human being I cannot tell them 'Go hungry' at a time when I am not able to provide them with jobs," he says​[20]​

We were with a group of university students in Nablus when Bassam recounted his story about how some of the men in his village went to work on building the Wall which has so damaged the village. It was a hard story to tell, but while there was a sense of shock amongst some, the overwhelming response was sympathetic. If anything, they were more critical of the PA for not providing them with financial help so as to avoid this dilemma.
	However, although Palestinians building the Wall conjures a special horror because of its material destruction of the West Bank and its symbolism of imprisonment, it is by no means unique as being a distasteful, dangerous and humiliating source of survival. In the case of working in Israel illegally, that is without any permit, we learnt much from Jamil, now 20 years old when we stayed with his family in 2007. His family home is in the Tulkarm refugee camp and he has been travelling to work in Israel for the past three years. Box 4.8 contains an extract from our interview.

Box 4.8Illegal WorkerCJ: Where are you working now and what is your job?Jamil: I am working as a plasterer over in Taibe. [ At this point Jamil walks to the window and points out the lights of Taibe. They are very close to Tulkarm where we meet.] I have relatives there who are able to find me work.ML: How do you get to your work? Can you get through the Wall?Jamil: Although Taibe is only 5 kms from my home, the journey takes all day and is expensive and often dangerous. I leave here at 6am and we drive on the back roads to Al Quds [Jerusalem]. I pay the driver and he gets me into Jerusalem. From there we take another taxi, again travelling on back roads over the mountains, to Taibe. The whole journey takes around 12 to 13 hours.The car I travel in is meant to take 4 people – but there are usually 9 or 10 of us crammed into the car. Two weeks ago there was a group of workers trying to get into Israel and their car crashed. They were all killed. This is because they have to use back roads that are not very good – and they have to drive very fast, so they don’t get caught.I don’t know how many people travel this way – but I think it’s a lot. Every time I travel I see maybe 2-300 people trying to get into Israel for work. Because of the difficulties of getting there I don’t come back every weekend, I usually stay for 3 months and then come back for a few days.CJ: What are the wages, for this kind of work?Jamil:  About 8,000 shekels a month – this is a very good wage compared to people on the West Bank. I am a skilled worker and I am never short of work and I do better than many of the labourers who work with me. I work for 5 days, 10 hours a day.ML: It is illegal work – so there is no tax and no insurance?Jamil: I pay tax, but there is no insurance. I am on 3 month contracts. I have to pay tax, but I’m not allowed to claim any benefits or use any facilities in Israel – so I pay tax for nothing. When I’m in Israel I’m a non-person. And also I use a different name – I call myself Ahmed in Israel. And because I have no papers I have to pay more for everything. If I get a taxi – they might charge 5 or 10 shekels to someone else – but because they know we shouldn’t be there they charge us 50. It is the same with accommodation. I rent a flat, but I don’t have permission to be there. So I have to pay a lot. I pay 3,000 shekels for a room, and a shared bathroom and kitchen which I share with 4 others.CJ: What is it like working and living there?Jamil: It is very dangerous. I’m usually just in the flat or working. If you decide to go to the shops or the café it is dangerous and a big risk although it is easier when I am in the [Palestinian] village where my relatives live but I still have to be careful so when I am not at work I am mainly in the flat watching TV.If I’m working – and all my work is in the houses of Jewish Israelis: they are the ones with the money! – then I have to be very careful. I cannot go out of the house or flat where I’m working. The security officers who work there know that we are there and okay they turn a blind eye as we do the work. But if they see you outside the workplace they will stop you and send you to prison.ML: Have you been caught?Jamil: I have been caught on three occasions – working illegally. They have told me that if I get caught again I will go to prison for a long time.The previous times I was caught the soldiers took me to the jail and I had to stay for 3 months, the second time it was 9 months and the third time it was for 3 months. They beat me badly when I was in the prison – but they also made me sign a sheet of paper saying that I had been treated well and not beaten.The last time the authorities caught me inside Israel I was in my working clothes on my way back to the flat. I told them that I was just doing my work. The interrogator and the police had an argument – the policeman wanted me to go to court and the interrogator said it was obvious I was not a terrorist and should be allowed to finish my work.But I was sent to court and then to gaol. The prison was inside Israel and was mixed. There were Jews – Israelis and Russians, Palestinians, Druze inside. They put criminals and illegal workers all together.CJ: So is it worth the risks?Jamil: If you don’t work, life will be miserable – but where can you work in the West Bank? There are no jobs. I have 12 friends who have just graduated from university. Only one of them has a job. How can we live? My family needs my support. I have 5 brothers and 2 sisters, my father is also a construction worker but he is too old now to come with me and he has no work in Tulkarm.ML: How long will you continue going into Israel?Jamil: No-one can guarantee how long you can do this back and forward into Israel. Many times I have tried to get to work and couldn’t get across and so had to come back home. My plan is that if it is possible to go back to Israel I will.  My salary is good and I can save money. I will do this for two more years and then I will come back, get married and set up a business here. But you know it is very difficult to think and talk about the future – there are so many things that can change and happen: planning is very difficult. It is difficult to plan ahead for 4 days, not 4 years!                                                                                                              (Tulkarm, Sept 2009)

Jamil, as he noted, was luckier than many as his skills as a plasterer were in demand. Unlike many unskilled workers he was not forced to seek work through one of the number of Palestinian labour contractors that also profit from their exploitation. But as Jamil notes, everyone working illegally in Israel faces high financial costs as they can’t ever afford to argue about the exorbitant costs in travel and accommodation on account of the fear that they will be ‘turned in’. It also involves a complete distortion of one’s daily life – a non person as Jamil put it -  living in fear of being caught and imprisoned, and spending countless hours out of sight​[21]​.
	But for Jamil the risks and costs of illegal working were much better than trying to find work in the Israeli industrial zone established in Tulkarm in the mid 1990s.

Industrial Zones: Bringing the Factories to the Workers.

Here the Wall snakes around the Tulkarm Industrial Zone

Everything about the Tulkarm industrial zone is disturbing from its chillingly inappropriate name -'Nizzane Ha Shalom' (literally ‘buds of peace’) – to its location by the Wall and its close proximity to the centre of Tulkarm. It has truly Dickensian qualities. This zone which now includes 12 Israeli owned factories is one of the older zones in the West Bank, although many more are now being planned or built in and around Israeli settlements and along the Wall. Their advocates claim that they will be able to employ up to 100,000 Palestinians when completed. ​[22]​
	In Tulkarm four of the twelve factories were involved with plastics and chemicals considered by local people as especially hazardous. The factories work 24 hours a day, seven days a week. The men work between 9 and 11 hours a day for 9.7 shekels an hour (the Israeli rate is 19.7). We met with a group of trade unionists in Tulkarm who told us about the dangers and hazards:

Much of the work in the factories is dangerous. Many of the men are working inside pipes cleaning and preparing them. They often use sand in this process but they have no safety equipment at all even though they are working with chemicals, fertilizers and hazardous gases. They have no masks provided for example.
We believe we have in this area one of the highest rates of cancer in the world. The environmental risks to this area are very bad indeed. At night especially you can smell the gases and chemicals coming from the zone throughout Tulkarm.  
                                                                                  (Ahmad, Tulkarm, June 2008)

For these trade unionists, there was no question that: 

All of these factories benefit from the occupation and the miserable situation and poverty of Palestinian workers. Their position is so hard now they are prepared to work in these dangerous places. And the workers themselves know the dangers. But if there is ever a vacancy there are tens of unemployed workers waiting to start.                                                                  (Muhammed, Tulkarm, June 2008) 


The Tulkarm Zone ‘up close’


Box 4.9Working In an Israeli/Palestinian Zone​[23]​“In my place the boss can find ten others immediately”, M. explains. And therefore he leaves his home by five in the morning, does not ask for the minimum salary, works when he is ill or during the holiday of Id Al Adha and has never had a vacation. His older colleague J. knows what happens if you protest.“I have worked already ten years in the Israeli wood factory here. The company doesn't have a name and I doubt that it is even registered. I get 100 shekels per day for 9 hours of work. We work here with 30 employees. There’s hardly any protection against the sun or rain and the factory hall has no flooring. In the winter we stand all day in the mud. There is no toilet and we are not allowed to go out, because this iron door only opens at four.Can you imagine how dirty it gets, with thirty men? Two years ago I finally found the courage to complain. You know what happened? I was sacked on the spot and sent home without pay. Two weeks later the phone rang. It was my boss. He said he would give me a last chance, but I had to shut up.”And that's what J. does. He doesn't complain about the lack of protective clothes and he was silent when the boy Namer incidentally shot himself in the abdomen with the electric stapler and was sent home without pay.But he admits he's furious. "The worst thing is that the manager doesn't really care. It's not that he treats us as animals. He just doesn't see us at all”

The threat to the workers and to the people of Tulkarm from the industrial zone is measured by the climbing rates of various cancers, skin and respiratory problems. Public health officials in Tulkarm identified the industrial zone and the dump where the factories dispose of their waste as the principal agents responsible. They told us:

We have no rights of inspection in the zone. When we analyzed the water near the zone we found very high levels of sulphuric acid and ammonia. It has been like this since 1991.We know that Israeli businesses from the zone and from within Israel are dumping their solid toxic waste on our dumps. The Israelis won’t allow a 24 hour guard or a gate to the dump.
When the wind blows over us they open their chimneys and filters. When it blows over Israel they close them down. We now have big numbers of cancers in the southern area of Tulkarm. Many people have respiratory problems. We don’t have the resources to keep full statistics but some are being collected by the PA and the Ministry of Health in Jordan. 
                                       (Mr Abu H., Tulkarm Local Health Officer, June 2008)


The smouldering dump – the waste ash and smoke engulf the surrounding villages, the chemicals drain from the dump into the water basin

The combined hazards of both the festering waste dump and the industrial zone in the Tulkarm area pose a significant threat and are already taking their toll on peoples’ health. It is an aspect of the occupation little commented upon but its consequences are as deadly as the weapons of the Israeli army. Not only are the people of this area penned in, subject to daily Israeli incursions, and impoverished, they are also being poisoned. 


The smoke and poisonous gases blow down onto the village’s crops


The industrial zone in Tulkarm foreshadows a more generalized future for many West Bank workers, with industrial zones being built and planned alongside the Wall as it threads through the West Bank. In addition, there is ongoing industrial and horticultural development taking place within the West Bank settlements with an estimated 12,000 West Bank workers now employed in the settlements, producing goods and foodstuffs, many of which end up in  large British supermarkets and similar outlets across Europe ​[24]​. Irrespective of their location, all these industrial zones share the same characteristic – the super-exploitation of Palestinian workers under Israeli state protection. The Palestinian workers are funnelled in one entrance directly from the West Bank and the goods flow out another, either through the Wall or along the reserved Israeli-only roads that link the West Bank settlements, directly into Israel. These factories and companies have none of the hassle of checkpoints and barriers which has done so much to destroy the indigenous economy. Moreover, as they are working in the West Bank, they do not have to comply with Israeli environmental or health and safety legislation and the companies are exempted from a range of business taxes applicable within Israel. ​[25]​.


Box 4.10Israel’s Free Trade Zones​[26]​The zones are being actively supported by the World Bank and Israel’s core international supporters in Europe and the USA.Central to World Bank proposals are the construction of massive industrial zones to be financed by the World Bank and other donors and controlled by the Israeli Occupation. Built on Palestinian land around the Wall, these industrial zones are envisaged as forming the basis of export-orientated economic development. Palestinians imprisoned by the Wall and dispossessed of land can be put to work for low wages.The post-Wall MEFTA [the Middle East Free Trade Area] vision includes complete control over Palestinian movement. The report proposes high-tech military gates and checkpoints along the Wall, through which Palestinians and exports can be conveniently transported and controlled. A supplemental “transfer system” of walled roads and tunnels will allow Palestinian workers to be funnelled to their jobs, while being simultaneously denied access to their land.Sweatshops will be one of very few possibilities of earning a living for Palestinians confined to disparate ghettos throughout the West Bank.

Both the PA and the Israeli state share a mutual anxiety that persistent mass unemployment and a labour pool that is being continually swelled by young people reaching working age feeds into ‘radicalisation’. Wertheimer, who is behind a programme for the construction of up to 100 industrial zones in the West Bank, reflected: “It is better to occupy people with work rather than let them turn to terrorism.”​[27]​ 
In similar vein Qadoura, a Fatah member, claimed that the planned zone for Jenin will help bolster moderates among Palestinians and weaken support for Hamas: “We have our radicals and it is of concern, but when we have over 50% unemployment and 6,000 graduates without work, then they become targets for radicals”​[28]​ 
However, as Rapaport observed in his article on the zones, philanthropy plays no part in their development or operation; as one Israeli involved in the zones asked him: "Why do you think the Erez industrial estate is still attractive for 200 factories that have stayed put despite all the terrorist attacks? … The most important motive is the low wages paid to the workers: around 1,500 shekels ($332) as against 4,500 shekels ($995), which is the minimum wage in Israel. What is more, the employers don’t have to abide by Israeli labour laws."​[29]​




The fall out from this massive onslaught on the condition of the Palestinian working class within the West Bank is ubiquitous. There is now, for example, a growing phenomenon of children dropping out of school. According to Rashad, a social work student at the Al Quds Open University; “We can see more and more children not going to school. The average family may have 5 children in school. They all need pencils, copy books, colours and 1 shekel pocket money every day. That’s 5 shekels a day immediately but they don’t even have one shekel! So school stops” (Rashad, Tulkarm, June 2008) ​[31]​
The familiar sight of children selling chewing gum, tissues and lighters on the streets of the West Bank towns, at the bus and taxi stations as well as around the fixed checkpoints, was for many of the young people we met a stark indicator of their society’s desperation. Commonly referred to as ‘one shekel kids’, because that is the price they charge for their cheap goods, their increased presence on the streets is a direct impact of poverty.

Box 4.11One Shekel Kids​[32]​Ala is a 14 year old boy originally from Gaza, His family moved to Ramallah eight years ago. He has eight brothers and sisters and his father is unemployed. Ala works after school and during his summer holidays, he sells gum and sweets around the restaurants in Ramallah for two Shekels each; he says some people are nice to him and give him extra money when buying but some others yell at him and ask him to stay away from them. Ala says sometimes he makes 25 Shekels and some other days he makes 100 Shekels. He saves up the money to give to his family, as his father has lost his job due to the current political situation and his mother doesn’t work. It is up to him and his brother to make sure that there is enough money to pay the school fees. Those children not only suffer from the people who humiliate them in the street but also from the Palestinian police who beat and humiliate them. The restaurants mangers and stores owners where the children are selling their stuff are always shouting at them and kicking them from one place to another.

Even for those who had made it through school and to university, the prospect of no work on graduation casts a deep shadow. This is what Ali, an IT student at the private American University near Jenin told us:

One of the problems is that there are no jobs or careers here. The occupation now means no work. So we stay on at University and we get really good qualifications, but then we have no choice, we have to travel out of the country to get a job. I’d say about 99% of students I know want to leave Palestine. They have had enough. 
					(Ali, American University, Jenin, Feb 2008)

His friend Usman, a business studies student, was supported by all the group when he noted that lack of jobs and the daily experience of the occupation was a lethal combination:

Of course the job situation makes me want to go and the job situation is bad because of the occupation – but so does the occupation itself make me want to go. They are both factors making me want to go. The future is not great. It is so bad and has been for 10 years. We want to leave because elsewhere we can do things. 
				(Usman, American University, Jenin, Feb, 2008)

The issue of whether to stay in the West Bank or to leave is both a complex and controversial issue especially for many middle class Palestinians. It is however not a choice available to most Palestinian young people. Even those who have the resources and contacts outside Palestine may lack an ID which allows them to leave or, more importantly, to return as Ibrahim explained:

Many of the students hope that with their degrees that they will get work. Most of us now will go out because it is so difficult to get any work here. But not all of us are able to do this as we don’t have any ID. This is my situation. I have a Jordanian passport from before but now it has expired and until I get a Palestinian ID I cannot travel out of Nablus. If I do leave now, I won’t be able to get back. 
					(An Najah University, Nablus, Sept 2006)

And this is what Rasha, a 20 year old student from Nablus told us about her friend:

We have so many difficulties when we want to travel. My friend who is a journalist student got a scholarship to study in Germany for a year.  When he came to leave for Germany he was stopped at the checkpoint and he was held for 8 hours while the soldiers looked into his situation and then told him that he couldn’t go and had to return to Nablus. When he returned he got a lawyer to help him. After long negotiations the lawyer reported that my friend would be given permission to go to Germany. The condition was that my friend would have to sign a paper which said that he could only return to Palestine with the permission of Israel. He didn’t sign as he knew that the Israelis would never give him this right to return. He was terribly upset and stressed by all this and became ill. He died in a month.			 (An Najah University Nablus, Sept 2006)

The students we met at the American University near Jenin were drawn from predominantly professional family backgrounds (engineers, doctors, dentists, business owners) who could afford the costs of private university education and in the main were ‘returnees’ who had foreign passports which allowed them and their families to move around. In this group there were students whose Palestinian parents had worked and lived in the USA, a number of Gulf States, Turkey and North Africa. They were very different from the students we met on the same visit who were studying through the Open University in Tulkarm and at An Najah in Nablus. Few of these students were from professional middle class families and none of those we met at the Open University had families or relatives outside of Palestine with whom they could stay. In addition, they were concerned that the Israelis, who control all international travel in and out of the West Bank, would prevent their return. The American University students did not have such fears and most of them spoke of leaving the country to find work which would be sufficiently lucrative to enable them to return home and live in comfort as Norisa a 20 year old dental student explained.

One of the problems for the young here, is we sometimes feel we have to leave to get a job, to make money and get a life. But we are also dreaming of coming back and building a nice house and making a family and settling back here in Palestine. I am increasingly thinking that I will have to leave the West Bank to develop my career but I intend to make it temporary. I intend to come back, but then who knows what will happen when I live outside. 
(Norisa, American University, Jenin, Feb, 2008)

But some sense of the tensions over leaving or staying is evident in Amal’s response to her friends at the American University:

I will not migrate! This is my country. Most young Palestinians say they will leave. But for political reasons, from my point of view, I agree and disagree with emigration. I agree that it is not fair to expect young men to stay here without a job, but at the same time I feel we need those young people to stay. The situation is so bad, families struggle to send their children to get their degrees and then if they leave they take all that money, all that training, all that education – they take it all out of Palestine and use it to help develop other countries. This means our resources – which we need to develop – are being exported.
And, if we do leave our place will be taken by Israelis! They want to replace us. The Israelis want us to go, to leave – we have to stay so they know that they cannot just take all our land. 
(Amal, 21 years old, American University, Jenin, Feb, 2008)

Many in the West Bank recognise that their dire economic realities and poor prospects are an inextricable aspect of the Israeli occupation and are weapons as powerful and destructive as the Israeli apache helicopters and F16s. As Rashad told us:

Poverty, lack of jobs – these are weapons of the occupation. They want to show us that without them, without their help, without their investments – without all this … we will be nothing. This is war in another way. 
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